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Knowledge commons or economic
engine — what's a university for?

Bryn Williams-Jones

With closer interactions between academic and commercial
entities the role of the university is expanding to also include

knowledge transfer

(as well as other applied sciences),

close interactions between academic
and commercial entities are now com-
mon place. Funds from pharmaceutical
and biotechnology companies have
helped finance major bioscience projects
and research centres, graduate students
are receiving training in commercial
laboratories, and university scientists
are translating their ‘intellectual prop-
erty’ by patenting their research and
launching start-up companies. And this
is happening with the blessing of uni-
versities, who see the commercialisation
of research — and the royalties brought
in from ‘technology transfer’ — as part of
their new mission.

The result is that no longer are
universities simply places of higher
learning, where academics are dedicated
to teaching and research, traditionally
the ‘first” and ‘second’ missions of
universities; universities now have a
‘third” mission, to engage in knowledge
transfer. Governments and research-
intensive industries (such as pharma,
biotech, IT), are keen to translate uni-
versity research into marketable pro-
ducts. Facilitated by policies and laws to
protect intellectual property rights and
aid commercialisation, universities are
transforming into ‘entreprenecurial’
institutions." University administrators
seek to generate new funding streams,
while governments see universities as
drivers of technology development and
economic growth. In such a climate, it
should not be surprising that research-
ers in many disciplines are facing
pressure to collaborate with industry
and to focus their research on applied
areas that can lead to tangible, market-
able results. And why should this be a
problem?

Universities have, from at least the
carly 19" century onwards, been places
of learning and research predicated on
the free flow and open sharing of
knowledge. Through the teaching of
students, academic discussions, and

I n the biomedical and health sciences

scholarly publications, a knowledge
‘commons’ has been created in which
new ideas are tested and either accepted
or rejected. This Mertonian ideal of
science and academia — as a culture
sharing norms of universalism, orga-
nised scepticism, and disinterestedness
— is one to which many if not most
academics and universities would sub-
scribe.” In practice, however, acade-
mic research often falls short of these
ideals; the pursuit of knowledge is
never entirely disinterested. There is a
long history of effective collaboration
between universities and industry, and
research is often sponsored by govern-
ments, industries, or charities, all of
which have particular agendas and
interests. Nor is commercialisation lim-
ited to scientific research; it also extends
to research in other disciplines, as well
as to teaching and athletics.’ For all that
some would decry (or rejoice in) uni-
versities being ‘Ivory Towers’ insulated
from the cares of the world, the reality is
that academic research is invariably
conducted in and responsive to the
larger community.*> This does not,
however, undermine the value of striv-
ing for the ideals of academic freedom,
objectivity and neutrality; these norms
are the foundations of modern univer-
sities and continue to be strongly
defended. Nor does it mean that uni-
versities should reject all commercial
involvement and strive to return to
some mythical, disinterested state of
existence. Yet given the fervour with
which some governments and university
administrations are embracing the
notion of the entrepreneurial university,
there is growing concern that the
knowledge commons is becoming ser-
iously threatened.

A classic problem with a commons —
for example, public resources, pasture
land, etc — is that as a shared resource
which all may access freely, there are
strong incentives for individuals to
maximise their use at the expense of
others, resulting in Hardin’s well known
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‘tragedy of the commons’.® This tragedy
is resolved by users agreeing to self-
regulate, to adhere to a shared moral
code as it were, and to constrain usage
to ensure equitable benefit and the
continued functioning of the commons.
Unlike most other kinds of commons,
the knowledge commons of academia is
not threatened by over-use, but is
instead improved through free access,
through the sharing and ‘consumption’
of information. The knowledge com-
mons is endangered, then, when it is
‘enclosed” and knowledge becomes
‘owned’ by individuals or corporations,
a situation seen most clearly in the push
for greater protection of intellectual
property rights. When researchers are
encouraged to place economic value on
their discoveries and patent them to
facilitate innovation, other researchers
become less able to access this knowl-
edge or build upon it (despite patent
rules that require ‘disclosure’). The most
blatant examples include patents on
DNA, genes, and other biological mater-
ials, which block downstream research
by radically increasing the transaction
costs and making some areas of research
not worth investigating.” ®

Industry support for research often
comes with the requirement that scien-
tists sign non-disclosure agreements, or
agree to delay publication until a patent
application is submitted. In its extreme
form, this can lead to the suppression
of negative results and the ‘gagging’
of researchers, as in the cases of
Nancy Olivieri and David Healy." "
Researchers themselves may have real
or perceived conflicts of interest — for
example, consultation or patient recruit-
ment fees, shares in spin-off companies
— that threaten their ability to conduct
rigorous, objective and trustworthy
scientific research.”? ” In this context,
we begin to see a ‘tragedy of the
anticommons’, a situation in which
multiple property rights and conflicting
interests lead to the shared resource of
knowledge being underused."* New
knowledge becomes more difficult to
develop, seriously undermining the tra-
ditional first (teaching) and second
(research) missions of the university,
as well as the third mission — the one
advocated by governments and industry
— of being an engine for economic
growth. With universities trying to reap
the rewards of their researchers’ intel-
lectual property, many industries are
finding it difficult to sustain productive
relationships with university research-
ers. In some fields, basic research is
being neglected (and with it the possi-
bility for serendipity and unexpected
innovation) while in-house technology
transfer offices often over-value preli-
minary discoveries, with the result that
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companies face increasing challenges in
translating university-generated knowl-
edge into marketable products and
technologies.

Commercial involvement in academia
is a reality, and it is not necessarily a
bad thing! Universities can and should
play a role in economic development
and social prosperity, just as they do in
debates about politics or social justice.
The success of university-industry rela-
tions is arguably the result of a healthy
knowledge commons in which aca-
demics have the freedom to think new
ideas that challenge the social, political
and intellectual status quo, and to then
explore diverse avenues for translating
their findings into the wider society and
the marketplace. To return then to the
question posed in the title of this
editorial, “knowledge commons or eco-
nomic engine?” the simple answer is
“both”. More complicated, however, is
the task of determining what forms of

commercial influence are appropriate
for enabling universities to develop
knowledge that is socially, politically
and economically relevant.
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The Journal of Medical Ethics is planning fo publish a number of thematic issues and invites
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Public Health Ethics

Ethical issues is obstetrics and gynaecology
Multidisciplinary research in medical ethics

Deadline 15 June 2006

Equity and justice in health care
Ethical issues in oncology and pailliative care
Teaching ethics to health care students and professionals

If you would like to discuss a possible submission please e-mail Seren Holm at
holms@cardiff.ac.uk with your idea. Prior discussion with the editor is not obligatory.

Please state in your submission lefter that you would like the paper considered for a

thematic issue.
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